Early Chinese Narrow Gauge Railways 
Part 2 -The Emperor's Palace Railway 
(a.k.a. “Violet Tower Railway” or “Xiyuan Railway” 


By Peter Crush (J) with thanks to Baiyu Shang (741) for significant contributions 


In Part 1 about the Deauville Railway trial of 1886 in Tianjin, it was mentioned how 
Gaston Galy, Decauville's sale representative in China, failed to sell a set of railway 
equipment for the construction of a miniature or "toy" railway for the Imperial Xiyuan 
palace gardens' adjacent to the Forbidden City in Beijing. Emperor Kuang Hsu (3¢44 
Guangxu), who in later life implemented the failed "100 days Reform"? in the palace, 
had been interested in Western ideas and technology from his earliest years. When he 
came to hear about railways, he immediately requested one be obtained. In his book 
"Court Life in China" * the author, Isaac Headland writes : 


“When Kuang Hsu heard of the railroad and the carts that were run by fire, he wanted one, and 
he would not be satisfied until they had built a narrow gauge railroad along the west shore of the 
lotus lake in the Forbidden City, and the factories of Europe had made two small cars? and an 
engine on which he could take court ladies for a ride on this unusual merry-go-round. The road 
and the cars and the engine were still there when | visited the Forbidden City in 1901, but they 
were carried away to Europe by some of the allies as precious bits of loot, before the court 
returned.” 


In October 1887, one year after the failed sales promotion of Decauville railway 
equipment at Tianjin, local newspapers reported that the equipment had eventually 
been sold to the municipal authorities. This railway system had once been offered to Li 
Hung-chang (Li Hongzhang) at cost price of 20,000 Taels of silver but had been 
declined. Negotiations had failed because Monsieur Thévenet had "engaged to furnish 
a like plant for the modest sum of 4,000 Taels". This portable plant would be used in 
the Imperial Gardens near Peking.° 


Construction of the railway along the west banks of the centre and northern lotus ponds 
(Zhonghai and Beihai) in Xiyuan was commenced in 1888 upon the arrival of the rails 
and rolling stock and fully completed early the following year with a length of 1.5 km. 
The gauge of the railway line was an unusual 800mm gauge with the equipment and 
rolling stock all manufactured in France. The set of equipment being offered to the 
Chinese government by Decauville railway representative Gaston Galy had been of 
600mm gauge but Thévenet’s deal for a wider gauge with more comfortable carriages 
and at much lower price secured the contract. Théveret was probably able to offer this 
low price because the locomotive supplied was an existing locomotive which had been 
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‘ Western Palace Gardens : - Chinese name Xiyuan (/%ii) These gardens were on the site of today’s Zhongnanhai 
(“#3 i8) and Beihai Park ( Ibi Al ) 
? The attempted reform movement by Guangxu and his reformist supporters lasted only 104 days (11 June to 22 
September 1898) in the late Qing dynasty China. Following his reform edicts, the Empress Dowager Cixi (244% ) and 
her conservative supporters mounted a palace coup and Guangxu was isolated , being virtually imprisoned in remote 
areas of the Forbidden City until his premature death from ill health in 1908. 

3 "Court Life in China" by Isaac Taylor Headland, published New York, 1909. Taylor ( 1859-1942) was an American 
missionary and academic who was a science professor at Peking University. 

4 The number of cars is incorrect. It is likely that these were all the author saw. 

5 "North China Daily News" 4 October 1887. J. Thévenet was the Tianjin Agent for a French syndicate which had 
secured the contract for harbour improvements works at Port Arthur ( Lushun jig)lii) . This was in connection with the 
establishment of a new modern Chinese base for the Pei Yang ( Beiyang |Z ) naval squadron. Thévenet also served 
on the Tianjin French municipal council. Chinese sources indicate the final sum pad was 6,000 Taels of silver. 
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built almost six years earlier. Moreover, there would have been few buyers for an 
engine with such an odd gauge. ° 


PEKING PALACE 
RAILWAY 


Alternative Names: 


1.Violet Light Tower 

chee 74 tok Railway 25 3¢. Fi] SLRs 
soit | Ti a (Ziguangge Railway) 
a Uy a 2. Xiyuan " West Park" 
- Railway Jy wa Suee 


3. "Winter Palace Railway" 
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Contructed 1888. Partially 
dismantled 1900 - 1901 by 
foreign expeditionary forces. 
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Palace Railway 

(800mm gauge) 
1. FS Ge k BGK 
2. ee XG 
3. eG FE (ee ie BE 
4. ERASE HAR 
41.Yingxiuyuan station 
2.Jinggingzai station 
3. Ziguangge siding & depot 
4. Xitian Fanjing siding 
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(based upon original German map of Peking by Bibliograph Institut, Leipzig 1906) 


There were six coaches in total, five being passenger coaches 11 meters in length 
mounted on twin four-wheeled sprung bogies. These were ordered through Thévenet’s 
company from the Société de l’Horme et Buire, whose railway carriage factory was 
based in Lyon, France. They reportedly consisted of three “superior” class coaches 
with luxury fittings and furnishings, one with yellow upholstery for the exclusive use of 
the Emperor and the Empress Dowager, Tzu-his (Cixi #4#) . Another was reserved for 
Li Hongzhang and there were “luxury” coaches for lower ranked royal officials. 
Passenger access was provided by a protruding staircase with ornate bannisters of 
polished nickel-bronze on either side, leading up to an open platform at the coach end.’ 


ust 


Fig. 4, — Wagon du premier traia chinois, d’'aprés une photographie. 


Builder’s engraving of a newly completed superior coach outside their factory at Les Chantiers de la Buire in Lyon. 


® Le Genie Civil 15 September 1888 
T Ibid and also Qing Foreign Ministry Archives of 1888 


The sixth coach was a shorter baggage car lacking 
windows and mounted on only a pair of wheels at 
each end.® There were also at least four short 
caged goods wagons mounted on four wheels but 
apparently lacking springs and it is unclear where 
these were obtained from. 


(left) The luxuriously decorated and furnished interior of one of the 
coaches built for the Xiyian palace railway. (from Le Genie Civil) 


Fic. 2. — Intérieur de wagon du premier n chil 


The exterior of Li Hongzhang’s personal carriage was reportedly painted blue with gold 
lining and on the longitudinal face the central panel had the Imperial gold seal and the 
dragon with five claws. On the two neighbouring panels were painted Chinese 
tapestries and outer panes bore the coat of arms of the city of Lyon. 


The rails supplied for the line were of Vignole pattern weighing 15kg per metre 
manufactured by the French Saint-Nazaire forges. The rails were mounted on wooden 
sleepers. The 0-4-0 tank locomotive was built by Société Anonyme des Anciens 
Etablissements Cail of Paris.° It has not been possible to identify precisely the works No. 
of this engine but it is has to have been one from a batch eight identical locomotives 
built by Cail in 1882 (Works Nos. 2133-4, 2136-9 & 2141-2).'° The first six of these 
were destined for sugar plantation lines on the Indian Ocean island of Mauritius. The 
latter two were ordered for a sugar plantation established c.1884 in San Juan, 
Argentina which failed financially not long afterwards following a revolt in 1888 by 
estate workers over their exploitive and harsh working conditions. "" 
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Fic, 3. — Locomotive-tender 4 quatre roues couplées pour voie de 080. 


Diamétre des cylindres . 2... 2.2 + ee 240 ( du yetl ola oh 41280 
Course: des ipistons is c25) eds ons BOK 250 Surface de chaulfe ) Ges BOOS! 5. wks ais Bes 42™288 
Diamétre des roues au contact... ....+.- 750 { totale. 2... ee eee 14268 
Timbre de la chaudiére (pression effective par Capacité en eau avec 100" au-dessus du foyer. 470! 
centimetre carré) 2. we te ee ghil - vapeur — kee 
Longueur. .. 2.6. sere svee 378, taf enewm... 2. +s eee Sook 
Grille } Tareeur Bs ac crepe tet acannon Ne 488 Approvisionnement } en combustible... .. igokil 
SUIMCO se 6 lie po pih, was eee 2ge2o Poids dela machine vide... ...-.-- 5 430K 
Longueur entre les plaques tubulaires —4™660 _ en service ...--..- 6 90041 
Tubes } Diamétre extérieur.. .. 2... 40 Traction { d’aprésle 1/, du poids. ...... gsskil 
NORDPOS areca), ae horaure natant 63 totale ( d’aprésles organes en prenant K= 0,65 s54hil 


Engineering sketch in “Le Genie Civil’ of Cail 0-4-0 tank locomotive supplied for the palace railway 


8 Visible in photographs & sources attributed to Qing Dynasty Foreign Ministry Archives 

° Le Genie Civil 15 September 1888. 

1° | am grateful to Jeffrey Lanham for supplying extracts from the Cail locomotive works builder's list 

"1 “@] terrotorio” (in Spanish) — ‘ the Campo San Juan Sugar Mill Revolt’ - 
(https://www.elterritorio.com.ar/noticias/2016/06/19/484142-la-rebelion-de-los-pampas-saco-a-la-luz-la-explotacion-en- 
el-ingenio-san-juan). The author considers that either Cail 2141 or 2142 are the most likely options. 
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Many contemporary reports agree that the Empress Dowager Tzu-hsi ( 24#% Cixi ), 
after riding on the train soon after the railway’s completion, disliked the sound of the 
engine intensely (especially the whistle) and feared it would disturb the ‘feng shui’ of 
the palace grounds. And so, from that moment on she directed that the coaches should 
be pulled along by the palace eunuchs using long ropes. 


In May 1899, an article entitled “The Imperial Railways of North China” by T. 
Ronaldson was published in the British-published Railway Magazine. This article 
described the history of the construction of China’s first standard gauge railway 
commencing with the short Kaiping coal mining railway at Tangshan and progressive 
extensions to Peking (Beijing) and to Shanhaikwan (Shanhaiguan) and beyond.'*. The 
article is illustrated with a number of photographs. One of the photographs is captioned 
as “A view of the Railway at Pekin” suggesting that this was part of the standard gauge 
railway. However closer examination of the image clearly shows that the coaches 
portrayed are far too small to be standard railway rolling stock. The three coaches 
shown are in fact part of the West Gardens (Xiyuan)'*narrow gauge railway and are 
stationed on a siding adjacent to a western-style building. This is believed to be either 
the short siding at the Ziguange (245t/#) depot or the Yingxiuyuan (i475) southern 
terminus of the 800 mm. gauge railway line. 


A photo of three Xiyuan railway passenger coaches, published in Railway Magazine 1899. 
Detail on the right- hand coach is not clear. This was misleadingly captioned as 
“The Railway at Pekin” suggesting it was the main standard-gauge line to Tianjin. 


12 When this article was published in 1898 the railway had reached as far north as Chung Hou Su: (JF 


Zhonghousuo) 
13 The West Gardens were also commonly referred to the “Winter Palace” since it was favourite refuge for the Imperial 
family especially during the winter. 
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3 coaches and 4 caged goods wagons of the 800mm gauge Xiyuan Railway pictured near the lake shore of Beihai. 
The photo was taken in 1900 by French soldiers. ' 


A single carriage. In the background 
the White Dagoba ( 44) and Yong’an 
Bridge (7k 22#¥F) are visible 


View of the glazed arch fronting the Xitian Fanjing (Western Heavenly Brahma)"® near the 
northern end of the Xiyuan Railway. In the foreground it is possible to see the track '® 


"4 Photo taken in 1900 , from "La Chine A Terre et en Balljon" published by Capitaine Calmel [author's collection] 
18 Xitian Fanjing (Western Heavenly Brahma) Chinese : PGES: 
‘6 From “Ein Tagebuch in Bildern” by Alfons von Mumm & Freiherr von Schwarzenstein, published Berlin 1902 
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Foreign military soldiers on horseback near the Xiyuan railway track running along the western shore of Pei Hai 
(‘North Sea”) lake. On the distant right, the three-arch glazed gate of Xitian Fanjing ( preceding photo) can be seen. 
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This extract from a Chinese map shows the northern end of “Pei Hai” with railway siding 
and terminal station at the Xitian Fanjing (Western Heavenly Brahma) 


A rake of three 800mm gauge palace railway carriages seen within the embracing walled enclosure of Qianmen 
( Zhengyangmen) . On the left Ihe locomotive is partially visible behind a horse-mounted British soldier wearing a large 
white pith-helmet. On the right is a four-wheeled baggage car.'” 


In 1900 the invading foreign forces removed the locomotive, some rolling stock and 
some sections of the 800 mm track from Xiyuan and transferred it to the city centre.. 
This was done in between 15‘ August and September 1900 by British Royal Engineers 
to improve communications between the Foreign Legation Quarter and the “new” 
Temple of Heaven Peking Station. '® However, this was not used for long because a 
decision was taken to extend the main standard gauge line into the city centre by 
breeching the city walls in several places. 


The locomotive supplied for the Xiyuan Railway 
was quite similar in appearance (viewed from afar) 
to the Couillet engine used in the 1886 Tianjin 
Decauville trial. However, the different position of 
the steam dome enables us to distinguish the 
Couillet from the Cail engine. This enlargement 
from the photo above 
shows the partially 
visible Cail engine, 
although here it is 
fitted with a chimney 
extension. The small, 
forward sand dome is 


7 See schematic map below by Shang Baiyu showing the position of these carriages. The photograph is reproduced by 
kind permission of the Royal Engineers Archives. 
18 Royal Engineers Journal September 1903: Report by Captain H.R. Stockley 
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Another view ( Looking south towards the ruined Zhengyangmen Watchtower) showing the same three coaches with 
locomotive seen in the above photo 


Aerial photo of the centre-section of the Imperial Western Park (Xiyuan) in Beijing taken in 1900 


The aerial photograph above was taken in 1900 by French Army balloonist Capitaine 
Plaisant and published in "La Chine A Terre et en Ballon”'®. The camera is facing east. 
The arched stone bridge and what appears to be a circular island”° just right of the 
centre of the picture divides the ‘Bei Hai’ (“North Sea”) lotus lake (centre-left) from the 
Zhong Hai (“Middle Sea’) lake (centre-right). In the background, on the left of the 
picture is Jingshan (#1), but commonly referred to as “Coal Hill” and on the upper-right 


19 There were three French army captains ( Calmel, Plaisant & Tissier ) in the observation corps who took aerial 
photographs from balloons as part of the Eight-nation alliance’s “Expedition” for the relief of the besieged legations in 
Beijing 

20 This circular piece of land (Tuan Cheng 5x) is not actually an island because it adjoins the land behind it in this 
photograph. It is the site of the Jade Urn Pavilion (= € ) and Chengguan Hall ( 735¢ BR ) 
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are the north-western corner walls of the Forbidden City?’. On the lakeshore, to the 
right of the bridge, it is possible to see three railway coaches spaced apart and right of 
these, five smaller vehicles just near the edge of the photograph. The latter are 
believed to be :four goods wagons and the small Cail locomotive. 


Enlargement of the aerial photograph shows the 3 passenger coaches, 4 cargo wagons and (| suggest) the Cail 
locomotive with chimney extension 


'S OF THE CHIEN-MEN 


Photograph taken c. 1901 on a visit to Peking by American photographer-showman Burton Holmes 72. 
The ruined gate tower is the Qianmen (Zhangyanmen) Gate Tower. 


In 1901 one of the railway coaches, which had been taken from the Xiyuan railway and 
used temporarily by the invading foreign forces, was abandoned at the side of the road 
near the ruins of the Chien Men (Qianmen/Zhenyangmen) Gate Tower. Later reports 
indicated this coach remained in this location for several years and was occupied by 
common people as a shelter, being progressively stripped of anything of value which 
could be sold for scrap. 


21 Forbidden city : Chinese : &## tn Zijincheng. Today this is officially called the Palace Museum. 


22 American Burton Holmes was photographer turned showman, who in the early 20" century travelled the world 
photographing local scenes. Upon return to U.S.A. he then presented illustrated talks showing slides and later 
cinephotographic travel films. He also published a series of richly illustrated “Travelogues” describing his global 
expeditions. 
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It continued rotting away until it was finally cleared away for road improvements. The 
other rolling stock is understood to have been returned to the Xiyuan railway but having 
deteriorated badly during the foreign occupation of Beijing was in a poor state. Sections 
of the track had also been damaged or removed and sources suggest the railway never 
operated again properly, the funds for repairs not being available. The remains of the 
Xiyuan railway track in the park lingered on disused until it was torn up prior to the 
opening of the public Bei Hai Park in 1925. 


Qian Men/Zhengyang Men Barbican 
by B. Shang 


Gate Tower 


Barbican 
Tower 


Barbican 
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Direction of Camera 


Schematic plan by Baiyu Shang indicating the position of some 800mm track and 
rolling stock removed from Xiyuan by the invading foreign forces . 


Conclusion 

At the beginning of this article, | mentioned how Western writers wrote about Emperor 
Guangxu’s desire for a “toy railway” in the palace grounds to the west of the Forbidden 
City at Beijing and how attempts by Gaston Galy to sell 600mm gauge Decauville 
equipment ended in failure because of an offer of a much cheaper “like plant”. It was 
due to these reports that for a long period | have been led astray in my research, 
attempting to solve the mystery of what equipment was eventually supplied. | had 
incorrectly assumed all along it would be another set of 600mm equipment or even 
narrower, making use of the Decauville system of preformed sections of track 
supported on metal sleepers. 


The article about the Chinese Emperor’s Train” in the French engineering journal Le 
Genie Civil eluded me for many years and it was only very recently that Baiyu Shang 
uncovered the article “Le Premier Train Chinois” even though this heading was 
somewhat inaccurate. The revelation that the gauge was of 80cm and that the coaches 
were a full 11m. in length and 2.10m. wide caused initial panic on my part because | 
had to hurriedly rewrite my notes accumulated over twenty-five years and set about 
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tracking down information concerning the eventual suppliers. And so, my concluding 
remark is that this line was no “toy” or miniature railway and neither was it a “like plant” 
to the ‘Decauville trial’ equipment exhibited at Tainjin in 1886. Never trust what you 
read, especially by writers who never personally witnessed what they are writing about. 


My thanks are due to Baiyu for making use of his far superior internet research skills 
than mine to locate the French journal article. 


In Part 3, we shall take a look at light railways and “tramways” used for the harbour 
improvements and fortifications at Port Arthur (Ji</lii Lushun) in the late 19° Century 
and at the same location during the Sino-Japanese and Russo-Japanese Wars of 
1894-5 and 1904-1905 respectively. This will be followed by the military field railways 
erected by the 8-Powers foreign allies expeditionary forces in 1900-1902 . 
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1. Yingxiuyuan station 
2.Jingqingzai station 
3. Ziguangge siding & depot 
4. Xitian Fanjing siding 

{based upon original German map of Peking by Bibliograph Institut,Leipzig 1906) by PA Crush 2021 
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Fic. 4. — Wagon du premier traia chinois, d'aprés une photographie. 
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